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THE ATTITUDE OF ORIGEN AND AUGUSTINE 
TOWARD MAGIC. 

GROSS superstition among the masses and (to speak 
mildly) an unscientific attitude among- the most 
highly educated were prominent features of the intel- 
lectual life of the great Roman world under the emper- 
ors. Indeed it is to be feared that these features had by 
no means been entirely absent from the palmiest days of 
Greek genius. Divination, vouched for by religion and 
politics, captivated science and philosophy as well. The 
learned Ptolemy wrote on the art of astrology, while Stoics 
and Neo-Platonists propounded ingenious theories in sup- 
port of the various forms of foretelling the future and of 
the occult interaction of objects. Medicine was full of the 
use of charms, numbers and irrelevant ceremonial, and the 
other natural science which then was in existence was in 
like manner inclined to the fantastic. There was a wide- 
spread belief in the existence of countless demons with 
powers over the different parts of the material universe, 
demons whose services men might obtain by the use of 
proper words and formulae. Finally there lurked in men's 
minds a conception of a mysterious form of practice or body 
of lore called "magic." To reduce this conception to defi- 
nite terms is difficult. A few held magic to be of practical 
benefit and soul-inspiring ; the vast majority would have it 
the source of crimes and the bane of mankind, but that 
was about as far as they went in the way of definition. 
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Pliny the Elder, whose Historia Naturalis affords the most 
comprehensive view of ancient science in the Roman world 
and who is our chief authority in that age concerning 
magic, regarded it as always reprehensible, yet declared 
that of all arts its influence had been greatest in every 
land and in almost every age; that it had embraced and 
combined into one the three other things which appealed 
most powerfully to the human mind, — religion, medicine 
and astrology, — a statement the truth of which his own 
unconscious confusion of superstition and science often 
corroborates. Thus to a certain extent he identified magic 
with the fantastic conceptions which infected the religion 
and science of his day, and made the term emblematic of 
an unscientific attitude, a precedent which we may have 
occasion to follow. 

Into this Roman world entered a new force, a religion 
which was to overcome all other creeds in Europe. Divina- 
tion formed no part of its doctrine or ceremonial ; astrology 
it looked at askance as infringing on human free will, spe- 
cial providences and divine omnipotence. Consequently with 
the prevalence of this new religion was likely to come a 
change in the attitude of the Western world to such super- 
stitions. This change may be seen to some extent in the 
pages of two prominent Christian writers, Origen ( 185-254 
A. D.) and Augustine (354-430), especially in their well- 
known works, The Reply to Celsus and The City of God. 
Origen, writing in Greek at Alexandria, familiar with all 
the culture of his times and also with its past, by his urbane, 
broad-minded and erudite exposition of the Christian re- 
ligion and its relation to life, did perhaps more than any 
other man to bring over educated and thinking pagans of 
that day to the new faith. The fact that some of his doc- 
trines were later pronounced heretical lessened greatly in 
all probability his influence upon mediaeval Christians, but 
Augustine's influence and power rather grew with time. 
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Thus the present survey will throw some light on the me- 
diaeval attitude toward magic and occult science. 

Both Origen and Augustine, by the frequency with 
which they refer to the subject and by the way in which 
they speak of it, reveal the prominence of what they called 
"magic" in the life and thought of their times. The term 
seems to cover practices which are of every day occurrence 
and to represent concepts which are present before every 
mind. True, a chief reason for the discussion of magic by 
these Christian apologists is their wish to refute the imputa- 
tion to Christianity by its opponents of the use of sorcery 
and incantations and to discriminate between miracle and 
magic, holy prophecy and divination. But this is not the 
sole reason for their references and moreover the very 
existence of such imputations and denials goes far toward 
demonstrating the prominence of magic in their day. 

Both writers define magic in practically identical terms. 
Their definition is more precise than the vague references 
to which most pagan writers limit themselves and narrower 
than Pliny's description of magic which in a way associates 
the term with superstition and unscientific attitude in gen- 
eral. Their definition is especially noteworthy because it 
is the one which prevailed throughout the Middle Ages. 
Magic is, according to them, the outcome of man's illicit 
relations with demons whom he coaxes or coerces by spells 
and incantations. Origen speaks of "magic and sorcery 
whose wonders are worked by wicked spirits, held spell- 
bound by elaborate incantations and yielding themselves 
to sorcerers." 1 Augustine explains that demons are en- 
ticed to work marvels not like animals by food but as 
spirits by symbols which conform to their individual tastes, 
various kinds of stones, plants, living creatures or cere- 

1 Reply to Celsus, II, 51 fiayeiav nal yoqrtlav, ivtpycmjiivriv ird novr/pirv Sat- 

ftdvav, KarcuaiMjaeai irepUpyoif BeAyo/ifaov, nal avdp&iroif yitjaiv viranovdvTuv. 
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monial utterances. "Whence arose the magic arts and 
their practitioners."* 

Both' writers accept the principle of sympathetic magic 
and of the power of symbols. Augustine, it is true, ex- 
plains that the demons first instructed men as to what ob- 
jects or signs would attract and repel them, but he does 
not deny that, these secrets once disclosed, the charms of 
the magician have efficacy. Origen, moreover, in one 
place expresses doubt whether demons can cure the body, 
whose different members Celsus, on the authority of the 
Egyptians, had declared subject to thirty-six demons, but 
elsewhere he speaks of the demons as having different re- 
gions of the earth assigned to them. 3 

But although Origen and Augustine believe in the 
existence of sorcery, they utterly disapprove of it and 
assert that Christians have nothing to do with it, — which 

2 City of God, XXI, 6. Addimus enim ad istam lucernam inexstinguibilem 
et humanarum et magicarutn, id est per homines daemonicarum artium et 
ipsorum per se ipsos daemonum, multa miracula; quae si negare voluerimus, 
eidem ipsi cui credimus sacrarum litterarum adversabimur veritati. ..Inliciun- 
tur autem dxmones ad inhabitandum per creaturas quas non ipsi sed Deus con- 
didit, delectabilius pro sua diversitate diversis, non ut animalia cibis, sed ut 
spiritus signis, quae cuiusque delectationi congruunt, per varia genera lapidum 
herbarum lignorum animalium carminum rituum. Ut autem inliciantur ab 
hominibus, prius eos ipsi astutissima calliditate seducunt, vel inspirando eorum 
cordibus virus occultum vel etiam fallacibus amicitiis apparendo, eorumque 
paucos discipulos suos faciunt plurimorumque doctores. Neque enim potuit, 
nisi primum ipsis docentibus, disci quid quisque illorum adpetat, quid exhor- 
reat, quo invitetur nomine, quo cogatur; unde magicae artes earumque arti- 
fices exstiterunt. 

* Reply to Celsus, V, io. Possibly Origen believed that since the coming 
of Christ the demons had lost the power which they once possessed. In his 
discussion of the appearance of the star of Bethlehem to the three magi he 
explains that the magi, having dealings with demons, are able to bring won- 
ders to pass until "some more divine and powerful thing than the demons or 
the incantations used to invoke them appears or is spoken." Then the efforts 
of the demons become unavailing since the spirits "are not able to face the 

light of the godhead."— Reply to Celsus, I, 6o Itayoi, iai/woii> o/utovvree, ml 

robrovf £0' a /ie/iaOr/ttaai Kal ^oiiTimrrai xahnrvrec, noiovoi ftev to toiovtov, baov ovdev 
Beidrepov ml loxvpdrepov rav SatfiAvuiv, Kal ttj$ KaAoioi/c airrov( tTrwtfijfr iwi^aiverac i/ Myerai 
eav Si Bnoripa tic cirujidvcia yhn/rai, mdupovvrai ol rim 6aifi6vun> ivhpyttai fii) Swifieva. 
avripXtyai r<j> Tij( de&rrjTOQ tpuri. 
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is more, Origen adds, than can be said of pagan philos- 
ophers. 4 For our two writers regard the "demons" of the 
ancients as evil spirits, as devils. They feel that the func- 
tions and powers attributed to these spirits are inconsistent 
with the monotheistic faith which Christians profess, but 
as they do not possess the mental boldness to deny the 
demons' existence altogether, they represent them as ene- 
mies of Almighty God but as tolerated by him. Similarly 
magic is an evil which exists through man's depraved 
curiosity, the evil nature of the demons and God's un- 
fathomable forbearance. 

Augustine speaks several times of "the crimes of ma- 
gicians." 5 Defending Christian miracles, he asserts that 

" They were wrought by simple confidence and devout faith, not 
by incantations and formulae composed through an art characterized 
by depraved curiosity, which people call either magic or by the more 
abominable name, sorcery (goetia), or the honorable title of theurgy, 
endeavoring as it were to distinguish different varieties and wishing 
to make it out that some men are devoted to illicit and condemned 
practices — who are properly termed wizards, for these they say prac- 
tice sorcery — while others, to whom they assign theurgy, are to be 
considered praiseworthy. But both classes are alike entangled in 
the deceptive ceremonies of demons who masquerade under the 
names of angels." 6 

Augustine is for a moment somewhat shaken in this 
stand against theurgy by the authority of Porphyry who 
had stated that theurgy was useful to purge the soul and 
prepare it to receive spirits and to see God. However, 

* City of God, X, 9. Reply to Celsus, I, 6, 38; VI, 39, 41 ; VII, 4. 
•City of God, VIII, 18, 19, 26; IX, 1. 

* Idem, X, 9. "Haec et alia multa huiusce modi, quae omnia commemorare 
nimis longum est, fiebant ad cotnmendandum unius Dei veri cultum et mul- 
torum falsorumque prohibendum. Fiebant autem simplice fide adque fiducia 
pietatis, non incantationibus et carminibus nefariae curiositatis arte conpositis, 
quam vel magian vel detestabiliori nomine goetian vel honorabili theurgian 
vocant, qui quasi conantur ista discernere et inlicitis artibus deditos alios 
damnabiles, quos et maleficos vulgus appellat (hos enim ad goetian pertinere 
dicunt), alios autem laudabiles videri volunt, quibus theurgian deputant; cum 
sint utrique ritibus fallacibus daemonum obstricti sub nominibus angelorum." 
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by representing Porphyry as condemning the art in other 
passages and as after all meaning that it is useful to the 
worldly part of the human spirit, not to the intellectual 
and spiritual, Augustine succeeds in evading the diffi- 
culty. 7 Moreover, he was inclined to believe that astro- 
logical predictions which came true were due to the in- 
spiration of demons, and so would include that art as well 
as theurgy under his definition of magic. 

Origen, on the contrary, in other passages than those 
in which he denies any connection between Christianity 
and its followers and magic, does not always maintain the 
same standard of censure. He seems to know a little more 
about the subject than he ought. 8 We find him twitting 
Celsus with not being able to distinguish magi from Chal- 
dseans 9 and again setting his adversary to rights in regard 
to the definition of sorcery. 10 He also coolly employs the 
testimony of those skilled in incantations to prove his 
point 11 and in discussing the power of names, a matter re- 

' City of God, X, 9, 10. 

* Origen regarded magic as an art requiring no little learning and skill. 
Note the passage already cited (Bk. VII, Chap. 4) in which he affirms that 
Christians expel demons from the sick "with no curious art and employment 
of magic and of potions but by prayer alone and the simplest adjurations such 
as the plainest man may use." Evidently the plainest man could not hope to 
excel at magic. Similarly Augustine distinguishes miracle from magic partly 
by the fact that "simple confidence" sufficed for the one, while "art" was re- 
quired for the other. (See note 6.) 

" Reply to Celsus, I, 58. 

"Idem, IV, 86. "Celsus says, 'If men have any understanding of sorcery, 
far more informed in this respect are snakes and eagles. For these are thor- 
oughly acquainted with means of warding off poisons and averting evil, and 
with the virtues of certain stones for the preservation of their young. Whereas 
if men happen upon these remedies, they think they have gained a wondrous 
prize.' 

"Now first of all I don't understand how he has termed sorcery either 
the experience or a certain physical intuition of living creatures concerning 
natural means of warding off poisons. For the usage has been to apply the 
term sorcery to another thing." 

We must agree with Celsus, however, that the virtues attributed to stones 
were often magical, if not connected with sorcery. 

u Idem, I, 25. 
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garded by him as profound and sacred, he makes the fol- 
lowing remarkable statement: 

"If then we succeeded in the preceding passage in showing the 
nature of powerful names, some of which are used by the erudite 
of Egypt, or by those of the magi among the Persians who are 
skilled in words, or the Brahmins among Indian philosophers, or the 
Samaneans, and so on in each of the nations ; and if we were able 
to demonstrate that the so-called magic also is not, as followers of 
Epicurus and Aristotle think, an entirely chaotic affair but, as those 
skilled in such matters show, a connected system comprising words 
known to very few persons ; then we affirm that the names Sabaoth 
and Adonai and others handed down among the Hebrews with great 
solemnity lie not within the scope of accidental and created things 
but pertain to a certain mystic theology, concerned with the Creator 
of all things." 12 

Thus despite his affirmation of the absolute incompati- 
bility of magic and the Christian religion, Origen seems to 
have recognized a connection between magic and theol- 
ogy. 13 and to have dared on occasion to speak of magic 
not merely without condemnation but almost with approval. 

12 Reply to Celsus, I, 24. 'Edv roiwv dwifiufiev h irpoj/yov/ievy AcSyy irapaoryaat 
</>vaiv bvojiaruv evepyOv, <jv run xp&vrai Aiyvnriav oi aoipol f] rav napd Hepaai; /idyovo 
Myioi, r) rum trap' 'Iviolg fyiTvoootyovvTuv Bpaxp-avec, fj 2ap.avaioi, ml ovru xaff imerov rav 
ithav Kal Karaaiuvdoai o'toi re yevtipeOa, in Kal >} KaXovjiivi} fiayeia ovx &C olovrat oi airb 
'EmuoOpov Kal 'Apiorori7imi( irpay/ia eartv aavorarov ndvrti, aXK' &>{ oi nepl ravra deivoi 
diroSeiKviiovoi, oweorb>( fiiv, Adyovc 6' ixov o$6ipa bXiyot; ytvooKOfitvovf r(rf ipobfiev, bri 
rb fiiv Xafiaud bvoua, Kal to 'Aduval, Kal HXKa nap' 'Eppaioif fitrd TtoXhijs oe/ivoXoyiac irapa- 
Siidfieva, ovk kn'i riw rvxdvruv Kal yevifrav Kcirai irpayftdruv, dM.' iirl rtvof deoh>yia( anop- 
frfrov, dva^epofihrit ei( rbv raw bTiav dtffiiovpydv. Alb Kal dvvarai ravra rd bvdfiara, \ey6fieva 
uerd tivos rob ovfuf>vov$ airoif elpfiov. 

It may be argued that Origen here distinguishes "so-called magic" from 
real "magic" which he in other passages condemns as no pursuit for Chris- 
tians; that he believes that this so-called magic is not truly magic at all. 
This, however, is a dangerous assumption, for the "so-called magic" is ap- 
parently what the Epicureans and the followers of Aristotle mean when they 
say magic, while Origen himself informs us elsewhere (1,22) that those who 
conjure demons — i. e., magicians — use such phrases as "God of Abraham" in 
so doing. 

u Indeed even when distinguishing between miracle and magic, holy proph- 
ecy and divination, he displays a certain nonchalance which is rather sur- 
prising. The Jews, he argued, must have had prophets, since, being forbidden 
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Origen's position was not unsimilar in other matters 
which hardly come under his own definition of magic but 
which we may safely regard as offspring of the same men- 
tal attitude that begets belief in magic. He was capable 
of such a notion as that the rite of circumcision was a 
safeguard against some angel hostile to the Jewish race. 14 
Similarly he attributed a rather magical nature to prayer 
in affirming that Christians "using the prescribed prayers 
regularly day and night" need have no fear of sorcerers. 15 
Indeed he believed that certain words possessed a mystic 
significance and power, and could not have been of human 
origin. In one passage he goes so far as to assert that the 
marvelous results obtained by the use of verbal formulae 
are due to the words themselves, not to the things which 
they signify, since words potent in one language lose their 
efficacy with translation — certainly a strange statement 
to come from a Christian who had elsewhere expatiated on 
the miraculous power of "the simple name of Jesus." 16 
Was that name alone, and not deity the cause of miracle? 

by the Mosaic law "observers of times and diviners," they had no other means 
left of satisfying the universal human craving to ascertain the future. It was 
to quench this popular thirst that the Hebrew seers often predicted things of 
no religious or other lasting importance. In replying to Celsus's comparison 
of Christ's miracles to the feats of magicians, Origen admitted that they 
would be much alike but for the nobler ends which inspired the miracles of 
Jesus. See I, 36 and I, 68. 

" Reply to Celsus, V, 48- 

"Idem, VI, 41. 

14 Idem, I, 35. Tifc & ipoiaf exerac nepl ovoparuv QiAoooQiac /cat 6 tjpfrepoc 'Ir/aov(, 
ov to bvofia pvpiov; ijtiri ivapyof euparm dai/iovag i^tKaaav ^mx^ v ""^ aa/idruv, bicpyrjaav el{ 
kxcivov; af <av arniMOqcav. "En <P «f rdv irepi bvopdruv rtmov Aexrlov, bri ol nepl rift 
XP*l<sw fim kir<pi£n> tieivol loTopoww, bri, rip> avripi imfSt/v t'urtivra phi t$ oua'up SioMhtu 
iortv tvepyijaai birep twayyiAleTat if iiri^Sri' peraf}a\6vTa tit rif aKhpi olavtitfitordbv <j>av7)v 
ioriv itielv Utovov ml obtihi tiwapivrp, Ofrrcjf oh rd at/paivdpeva /card rav irpaypArun/, d/U 
01 tov Quvav woi&njrec xal liitnrrtf , exovai ti tiwarbv h avraif irpbs T&tie tcvo) f/ ritie. 

"With this same philosophy of names is connected our Jesus, whose name 
has been manifestly seen to have driven out demons from souls and bodies 
and to have taken possession of those from whom the demons were driven. 
Moreover while on this subject of names, it should be said that those skilled 
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Origen, however, disapproved of the favorite pagan 
methods of divination. He regarded the ordinary casting 
of horoscopes (genethlialogia) as a deceitful art and spoke 
of it in the same breath with magic, Egyptian animal wor- 
ship, and the Persian practice of cohabitation with rela- 
tives. 17 He had nothing but ridicule for the theory — at 
least when it was carried to its logical extreme — that his- 
tory repeats itself with the recurrence of the constellations 
to their old positions. That Socrates would live again, 
say the same words and even wear the same clothes in the 
same old city of Athens seemed to him absurd. Yet he 
tells us that this theory was held by the Stoics and by the 
disciples of both Pythagoras and Plato. 18 Though Origen 
admitted the weight of the testimony of antiquity to the 
validity of augury, he pointed out that Moses had forbidden 
it and had classified as unclean the animals commonly used 
in that art. Origen accordingly concluded that whatever 
validity augury might possess was due to the agency of 
demons who predicted by means of birds or other animals, 
and that the true God would employ no such ignoble chan- 
nels but the purest of prophetic souls to convey to men a 
knowledge of the future. 19 

in incantations assert that the same incantation, which when uttered in the 
proper language works the desired effect, if translated into any other language 
appears to fall flat and to have no result. Hence not the things signified ac- 
cording to the circumstances but the qualities and peculiarities of the language 
are the source of whatever power for this or that the incantation possesses." 
See also Book VI, Chapter 45. 

17 Reply to Celsus, VI, 80. 'Efw 6c tovtoiq cvdearara tf apxvs ido& Kft<7^> Jiyux 
iBvq Xa/Watotif , 00' av i) a-Karrflubi yeve8Xiah>yia vevtfiifrai rovf avdpairovc;. 'AXM. nai /idyov( 
toIq tvfejTarotf naTa.Ti.TTU ifheaiv 6 K^Atroj , d0' &*v fj napuvoftoc rob idvovg avrav fiayeia ml 
toc( Aoorojf iOveaiv eiri Sia^Bop^ mi oTiidpi,) tow xpvfitvuv avrij CTnSeSiJiiTjKe. 

"In addition to these it seemed good to Celsus to call Chaldaeans a nation 
most inspired from the beginning, by whom illusionary genethlialogy was 
spread among men. Moreover Celsus places among the most inspired nations 
the Magi, by whom magic (named after them) was bestowed on other nations 
to the ruin and destruction of those practising it." 

"Idem, V, 20-21. 

"Idem, II, 88-93. 
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Yet Origen himself accepted other channels of fore- 
knowledge than holy prophecy. He believed that one might 
procure valuable information from dreams. Celsus, Ori- 
gen's dialectical foe, in criticising the story of the flight 
into Egypt, stated that according to the scriptural narra- 
tive an angel had descended from heaven to warn Jesus' 
parents of the danger threatening the young child. Origen 
pointed out that the angelic warning came rather in a 
dream, an occurence which did not seem marvelous to him 
at all, he said, since "in many other cases it has happened 
that a dream has shown persons the proper course of ac- 
tion." 20 Comets, Origen stated, appeared on the eve of 
dynastic changes, great wars and other terrestrial dis- 
turbances; and he was inclined to agree with Ch«remon 
the Stoic that they also came as signs of future good, as 
in the instance of the birth of Christ. 21 Comets indeed he 
perhaps regarded as on a level with prophetic souls as 
channels of divine communication, since his view of all 
heavenly bodies was such, despite his censure of horoscope- 
taking, that he might easily attribute excessive influence 
or power to them. 

Celsus had censured the Jews and by implication the 
Christians for worshipping heaven and the angels, and 
even apparitions produced by sorcery and enchantment, 
and yet neglecting what in his opinion were the holiest 
and most powerful part of the heavens, the fixed stars and 
planets, "who prophesy to every one so distinctly, through 
whom all productiveness results, the most conspicuous of 
supernal heralds, real heavenly angels." 22 In reply Origen, 

" Reply to Celsus, I, 66. 

a Idem, I, 59. 

22 Reply to Celsus, V, 6. The following passage is quoted by Origen from 
Celsus. Tlp&rov ovv tuv 'lovSalav 6avfta(eiv df(ov, el rdv /iiv ovpavdv ml roiif kv rude ay- 

ythovt; akfiovoi i) Toiig fuv h ok6t<,> ttov ck yoqreias ovk bp6rj( tvQXAttovoiv, fj St' 

hfivSpav tyaoii&Tuv uvup&Tovoiv eyxP t l imTelv fey6/ievov(, ei poka Bpqoneijeiv tov$ S" evapy&c 
oiiTO) nai Aa/tTrpiif aitaai itpo$t]T£i>ovTas, ,di' 6v droit avaKakvitreaBai tov 8ebv, tovc 
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after exonerating Jews and Christians from any worship 
contrary to that of one supreme God, proceeded with equal 
pains to demonstrate that although they did not worship 
the stars they by no means slighted these. He knew, he 
said, that in general the stars had been assigned by God 
to all the nations beneath the heavens, but this system of 
astral satrapies did not extend to God's chosen people. 23 
Neither he nor other Christians meant to hold with Anax- 
agoras that the stars were merely red-hot masses of matter, 
nor to assert that the heavenly bodies were subject to 
themselves. 24 He was prepared to grant, if necessary, 
that the stars were rational beings (Xoyi/cct kcu o-irovSala) 
and had been "illuminated with the light of knowledge by 
that wisdom which is the reflection of everlasting light," 
and that they foretold many things, but even these facts 
were no reason for giving them the worship due to God 
alone, who was immeasurably superior even to these ex- 
alted spirits, and to whom sun, moon and stars themselves 
doubtless prayed. 25 

Augustine perhaps felt for the heavenly bodies much 
the same high respect as Origen manifested, if his assertion 
that those men insult the stars who impute to that most 
brilliant and resplendent senate the causing of evil upon 
the earth is not to be taken as a mere piece of rhetoric. 26 
His discussion of matters astrological, however, is limited 

Qavepurarovs riiv avu KJ/pvicac, tov( uf ahifi&><; ovpaviov<; ayy&ovc, tovtovi; j/yciodai rd 
ui)8kv. 

28 Idem, V, 10. <$eo[iev bri 6 Moiceuc vd/io; eirioTarac rovTovg airove/i7i6cvra; /iiv 
imb tov 6eov iraoi rol( idveoiv vttok&tw tov ovpavov- ovuirc Se nai role ei{ et-aiperov fiepiSa 
"h)$Buai tu~ de<j> rrapa ndvra ra enl yij$ Idvr). 

24 Reply to Celsus, V, n. nal ovk aTifia£ovr£c ye rd TijXinavTa tov deov Srip.iovpyij- 
uara, oho" 'Avatjayopios jivSpov dianvpov liyovrec elvat tov r{hov xal aiM/vrfv nal 
aoripac. 

as Idem, V, lo-ia. /cot i^uriaBtiaav t$ <j>url rijs yvuoeuf imb rqg ooiplac, iJTi(; eariv 
airavyacfia 0urdf aldiov. 

"City of God, V, I. "...magnam caelo faciunt iniuriam, in cuius velut 
clarissimo senatu ac splendissima curia opinantur scelera facienda decerni..." 
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to several onslaughts upon the genethliaci or mathematici 
of his day; and whatever may have been his opinion of 
the stars, his attitude towards their would-be interpreters 
is by no means favorable, as many passages in his works 
show us. 27 A typical passage is the following from the 
De Doctrina Christiana: 

"Nor are they to be excepted from the category of dangerous 
superstition who are called genethliaci from their scrutiny of the 
days of birth, and now are also spoken of colloquially as mathe- 
matici. For though they trace out the actual position of the stars 
when each person was born and even attain some results ; yet in that 
they try to predict either one's actions or the outcome of one's 
actions they err too far and sell inexperienced men into a wretched 
slavery." 28 

In his youth, when a follower of the Manichean sect, 
Augustine had been devoted to astrology and perhaps on 
this account frequently felt the more bound to warn his 
readers to have nothing to do with it. In the fifth book 
of The City of God he enters upon an elaborate argument. 29 

Augustine objected to astrology first because it was 
fatalistic, attributing to the stars a power possessed by God 
alone. Assuming, however, that some might remove this 
objection by arguing that the heavenly bodies simply sig- 
nified but in no sense caused future events, he proceeded 
to advance the further objection that at the same moment 
of time several persons of different subsequent life and 

" See Augustine's collected works in Migne's Patrologiee Latince, Vol. 32, 
col. 694, 707, 737, 1014; Vol. 33, col. 210; Vol. 34, col. 52, 472, 1455; Vol. 
35, col. 456, 476, 747, 1821; Vol. 36, col. 76, 438; Vol. 37, col. 28; Vol. 38, col. 
142, 147. 

28 De Doctrina Christiana Bk. II, Cap. 21. "Neque illi ab hoc genere 
perniciosae superstitionis segregandi sunt, qui genthliaci, propter natalium 
dierum considerationes, nunc autem vulgo mathematici vocantur. Nam et 
ipsi quamvis veram stellarum positionem, cum quisque nascitur, consectentur, 
et aliquando etiam pervestigent ; tamen quod inde conantur vel actiones nos- 
tras vel actionum eventa praedicere, nimis errant, et vendunt imperitis homini- 
bus miserabilem servitutem." 

M See City of God, Book V, Chapters 1-7. 
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character might have been — indeed probably constantly 
were being — born under the same quarter of the heavens. 
Esau and Jacob were quite dissimilar in character and 
Augustine himself knew of twins who were of different 
sex and career. Moreover, he tells us in his "Confes- 
sions" that he himself was finally led to give up his 
study of the books of astrologers, from which the argu- 
ments of "Vindicianus, a keen old man, and of Nebridius, 
a youth of remarkable intellect," had failed to win him, by 
hearing from another youth that his father, a man of 
wealth and rank, had been born at precisely the same 
moment as a certain wretched slave on the estate. 30 

Augustine proceeds to elaborate the argument from 
twins at considerable length, apparently borrowing his 
logic largely from Favorinus. He considers the objection 
that twins of dissimilar fate are after all not born at exactly 
the same instant. This he believes he sufficiently rebuts 
by the dilemma that the brief interval of time between the 
two births is either too trifling to account for such com- 
plete diversity of character and career as often results, or 
too important to permit such complete identity of family 
and rank or such resemblance in physical constitution and 
liability to disease as is the case. Moreover, if astrologers 
must take into account such small intervals of time, their 
predictions can never possess any certain accuracy. 

30 Confessiones, Bk. VII, Chap. 6. See also Bk. IV, Chap. 2 and 3, where 
Augustine tells that, though through his Manichean scruples against the sacri- 
fice of animals he refused the offer of a haruspex to consult the future for 
him and insure him success in the poetical contest in which he was to engage 
at the theatre, yet he was all the time ''sacrificing himself to the demons" 
through his belief in astrology. 

The fact that the haruspex offered not to see who was going to win the 
contest but to make Augustine the winner is suggestive. Like Origen's query 
why birds did not control their own fate if they knew the future, it shows 
that the diviners and astrologers did not make the human will the absolute 
slave of the flight of birds or courses of stars, but believed there were loop- 
holes of escape for the man informed beforehand. Augustine quite ignores 
this fact in the' ensuing argument. 
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But the astrologers may further object that the time 
of conception, identical for both twins, determines the qual- 
ities in which they are alike while the difference in time of 
birth regulates their dissimilarities. If this is so, replies 
Augustine, if a difference in time of birth can alter the 
future prescribed by the joint moment of conception, — 
scarcely a fair statement of the astrologers' argument — 
why also may not twins die at different dates or human 
free will triumph over the position of the constellation at 
birth as this in turn has modified the sidereal influence 
at the period of conception ? Moreover, if the moment of 
conception is to govern the life of the child to be, why may 
not the father by consulting an astrologer beforehand as 
to a propitious time control the fate of his offspring and 
outwit the stars ? And of what use is the astrological doc- 
trine of elections — the choosing of propitious days for 
certain acts by consulting the stars — if one's entire fate 
has already been settled by the time of birth or conception ? 

Again if human beings alone are under the control 
of the stars, why do the mathematici name favorable days 
for setting out vines and trees and shrubs and for breeding 
cattle ? But if vegetation and all animal life are governed 
by the stars, then each beast must have a separate time of 
birth from each seed or else we must expect the absurdity 
of seeds and beast being alike and experiencing the same 
fate. It is inconceivable, however, that many human be- 
ings and brutes and plants do not begin their respective 
careers, so utterly unlike, at the same instant. Further- 
more it is plainly evident that grains are sown at the same 
time and germinate and ripen simultaneously, and yet meet 
very diverse fates. 

Augustine by this somewhat piddling and sophistical 
variety of argument, in which the modern reader will read- 
ily discern weak points and evasions, disposed to his great 
satisfaction and not unlikely to the equally great discom- 
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fiture of his opponents, of the crude superstition that the 
time and place of birth and nothing else determine with 
mathematical certainty and mechanical rigidity the entirety 
of one's life. It was none the less a superstition which 
was evidently much alive, which the saint felt he must 
take great care to refute, and to which he himself had once 
been in bondage. Against a less narrow and hide-bound 
doctrine, a more practical and intelligent astrology, he 
does not argue. Exhausted from his arduous assault upon 
the enemy's first line, he rested his brain and pen and did 
not attempt to pursue farther the slowly retreating foe. 
But he made no truce with the enemy. He would not 
grant that the impulses of the mind were subject to the 
positions of the stars when even sex, a physical matter, 
might vary in twins born under the same constellations. 
Apparently the most he would concede was that it was not 
absurd to say that the influence of the stars might produce 
changes in material things, as in the varying seasons of the 
year caused by the sun's course and the alternating aug- 
mentation and diminution of tides and shell-fish due, as he 
supposed, to the moon's phases. That the astrologers often 
predicted the future in marvelous manner he admitted, but 
this success he attributed to the inspiration of evil spirits. 31 
To other stock modes of divination Augustine was ap- 
parently equally opposed, although he speaks in one place 
of the books of the aruspexes and augurs as a "somewhat 
more permissible vanity" than the worship of idols, enter- 
ing into compacts with demons, or practising magic. 32 
Hydromancy which Numa practised and which consists 

31 City of God, V, 7. "His omnibus consideratis non inmerito creditur, 
cum astrologi mirabiliter multa vera respondent, occulto instinctu fieri spiri- 
tuum non bonorum, quorum cura est has falsas et noxias opiniones de astrali- 
bus fatis inserere humanibus mentibus adque firmare, non horoscopi notati et 
inspecti aliqua arte, quae nulla est." 

" De doctrina Chritiana, II, 20. " Ex quo genere sunt, sed quasi licen- 

tiore vanitate, aruspicium et augurum libri." 
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of viewing the images or adumbrations of demons in water, 
is clearly a dangerous art and one foreign to the worship 
of the true God, Augustine declares. Even a pagan senate 
ordered Numa's books to be burned. 33 

Augustine's apparent freedom from superstition in his 
attitude toward the celestial bodies characterizes also his 
view of the natural world at large. He had, it is true, 
read his Pliny and Solinus and accepted on their authority 
some rather fantastic statements concerning the properties 
of material things, just as he quoted Hermes Trismegistus 
and Apuleius on such themes as the nature of demons. He 
recounts marvelous qualities of the magnet; asserts that 
adamant can be broken neither by steel nor fire but only 
by the application of goat's blood; tells us about Cappado- 
cian mares conceiving from the wind; and hails with de- 
light the salamander's ability to live in the midst of flames 
as a token that the bodies of sinners can subsist in hell 
fire. 34 Yet even in regard to such notions Augustine ex- 
presses a little hesitancy. Moreover, in his treatise on 
Christian doctrine he classified as superstitious all ligatures 
and remedies by means of incantations, characters and sus- 
pensions, which he said the medical art condemns and 
which have to do not with the physical condition but with 
"occult significations." Some people call them by the name 
physica, but they betray nature in so doing, as Augustine 
illustrates by giving several examples of superstitious ob- 
servances. 35 He draws clearly and apparently quite con- 
sciously the dividing line between magic — in the broad 
sense — and science when he remarks, 

"It is one thing to say, 'If you drink the juice of this herb, your 
stomach will not ache.' It is another thing to say, 'If you hang 

» City of God, VIII, 35- 

" City of God, XXI, 4, 5- 

* De Doctrina Christiana, II, 20. 
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this herb from your neck, your stomach will not ache.' For the 
one prescription is to be approved as a medicinal application; the 
other is to be censured as superstitious ceremonial." 36 

Augustine deserves much credit for presenting this 
homely distinction as a sort of mental guide-post to the 
world of Christian believers ; and one might moralize over 
the pleasing sight of the great theologian of the early 
Church leaving for a moment his homilies and commen- 
taries to step to the aid of erring ancient science and to 
direct its march from the ambush of magic into the safe 
highway of rational attitude, were it not for a strong sus- 
picion that he copied this same homely distinction from 
the pages of some pagan writer. 

The question of the power of names which so interested 
Origen is not discussed by Augustine, unless he meant to 
condemn it as theurgy. But towards belief in the occult 
significance of numbers he displays a leaning. Six was a 
perfect number in his estimation, for God had created the 
world in six days although he might have taken more or 
less time; and the Psalmist made no idle remark in saying 
that Deity had ordered all things according to measure, 
number and weight. Also six is the first number which can 
be obtained by adding together its factors, one, two and 
three. 38 Augustine was going on to say that seven was 
also a perfect number, when he checked himself lest he 
digress at too great length and seem "too eager to display 
his smattering of science" and merely added that one in- 
dication of seven's perfection was the fact that it was com- 

"De Doctrina Christiana, II, 29. "Aliud est enim dicere, Tritam istam 
herbam si biberis, venter non dolebit; et aliud est dicere, Istam herbam collo 
si suspenderis, venter non dolebit. Ibi enim probatur contemporatio salubris, 
hie significatio superstitiosa damnatur." 

87 City of God, Bk. X, Chap. 9, 10. 

''Idem, XI, 30. Augustine may seem to have overlooked four, but he 
probably would have regarded its "parts" as one, two and two. 
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posed of the first complete odd number, three, and the first 
complete even number, four. 39 

Both Origen and Augustine were strong supporters 
and practitioners of allegorical interpretation, which was 
at least a sort of literary magic. Celsus, Origen remarked, 
admitted that not merely the uncultured were attracted to 
the Christian religion but also "moderate and reasonable 
and intelligent men, and ones apt at allegory," 40 — a quali- 
fication which he apparently regarded as the very cap-stone 
of culture. Augustine declared that Noah's ark typified 
the body of Christ, since its proportions were those of the 
human body, while the door in its side through which the 
family of the righteous Noah walked in along with such 
of the animals as were to be saved was emblematic of the 
spear wound in the side of the Crucified whence flow the 
sacraments by which believers enter the kingdom. This 
kingdom, moreover, or at least the city of God sojourning 
in this world was foreshadowed by the ark, for was not 
the Church ransomed by the wood of the cross ? The ark's 
squared timbers gave promise of the unshaken firmness of 
God's saints. Its three stories typified faith, hope and 
love ; and probably also had reference to the spiritual har- 
vests of thirty, sixty and one hundred-fold which result 
respectively from chaste marriage on the ground floor, 
chaste widowhood on the upper, and chaste virginity on 
the hurricane deck. 41 



" City of God, X, 31. "De septenarii porro numeri perfectione did quidem 
plura possunt; sed et liber iste iam prolix est et vereor ne occasione conperta 
scientiolam nostram leviter magis quam utiliter iactare velle videamur. Ha- 
benda est itaque ratio moderations adque gravitatis, ne forte, cum de numero 
multum loquimur, mensuram et pondus neglegere iudicemur. Hoc itaque 
satis est admonere, quod totus inpar primus numerus ternarius est, totus par 
quaternarius ; ex quibus duobus septenarius constat." 

40 Reply to Celsus, I, 27. 6/ioXoyel yap ml perpiovc ml kmeiicels ml cwerove rcvac 
ml eir' aXfafyopiav hoi/iov; elvai h atrrotf . 

"City of God, XV, 26. 
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To sum up, Origen and Augustine furnished a concep- 
tion of magic which was generally accepted in succeeding 
centuries. They believed perhaps more firmly than some 
educated pagans did that there was such a thing as magic. 
Their disapproval of the supposed art was no more violent 
and whole-souled apparently than the condemnation of it 
by most educated pagans. If an Apuleius, exculpating 
himself from the so-called magic practised by the vulgar 
crowd, extolled the true magic, as he would have it, of 
Persia ; so an Origen while warning the mass of Christians 
that they were to leave magic entirely alone, could speak 
of a magic of the sage as on a plane with theology. Augus- 
tine's more uncompromising hostility was probably due in 
part to his geographical location farther away from the 
attraction of fantastic Oriental lore, in part to having 
more centuries of Christian habits and prejudice behind 
him. 42 

But while Origen and Augustine believed in magic 
and condemned magic in much the old accustomed way of 
the respectable citizen from time immemorial, the fact that 
magic meant to them something different from what it had 
before gave a new outcome to their belief and condem- 
nation. Magic they regarded as evil not merely because it 
was employed to injure men and to take away from them 
liberty of action, but because it employed the services of 
spirits who were hostile to God. Any dealings with such 
spirits, whether the evil sorcerer's bewitching or the be- 
nevolent physician's charms or the Neo-Platonist's effort 
at soul satisfaction, were magic. Most arts of divination 
which had been sanctioned by pagan religions and science 
were now condemned. The casting of horoscopes was de- 

a Yet his contemporary, Synesius, Bishop of Ptolemais, passed immediately 
from being a Neo-Platonist and lover of the occult to the position of a Chris- 
tian bishop and apparently did not surrender in his new office his beliefs that 
the scientist could profit by considering the ways of the wizard and that by 
dreams and the stars men could read their future. 
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nounced, not merely in the way which Favorinus, Sextus 
Empiricus and Cicero had denounced it, as unsystematic, 
inaccurate and unscientific, but as probably involving the 
aid of evil spirits. Thus under the name "magic" Chris- 
tianity condemned many more things than had the pagan 
world. 

In those beliefs which neither they nor pagans included 
under magic but which seem to us to-day to border closely 
thereon, our authors show that the Christian attitude dif- 
fered little from the pagan. Augustine, it is true, except 
in the realm of allegory and of number where his common 
sense abandons him, seems to refuse to believe in the 
unnatural and fantastic unless a spiritual force can be 
made to account for it. Even at that his rationalism is 
no more remarkable than that of Cicero who nearly five 
hundred years before had argued against astrology and 
augury with equal acumen and coolness. Had Augustine, 
moreover, like Pliny, been brought face to face with the 
vast accumulation of data handed down by past "scien- 
tists" in support of the unnatural and the fantastic, he 
might like Pliny have made ruinous exceptions to his theo- 
retical scepticism. Had he like Origen fed his mind on 
the lore of the Orient, he might like him have been on 
occasion not inhospitable to the occult. For it seems true 
that he who drank too deeply of the learning of those days 
was liable to become mentally intoxicated, and that the stu- 
dent of "science" of that age who tried to make detailed 
statements about particular things was more open to error 
and magic than the rhetorician, logician or theologian who 
contented himself with making general assertions. Yet of 
course for such concrete details men continued to look to 
the student of "science." It is perhaps worth keeping in 
mind, moreover, that Origen and Augustine were both 
clerics and apologists and so professionally bound to take 
up an irreproachable position morally and dogmatically. 
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The average lay Christian mind may have been more easy- 
going in its attitude toward magic and superstition. 

Worthy of notice though scarcely to be treated in the 
present discussion are the references of our authors to the 
fantastic beliefs of non-Christians, the Stoics and Pythago- 
reans and Platonists, and the astrology-mad world of their 
own times. Especially interesting are the beliefs of Celsus 
as set forth by Origen, who nevertheless hints that Celsus 
had written a treatise against magic. 

Lynn Thorndike. 
Northwestern University, Evanston, III. 



